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While the financial world focuses on Argentina's debt swaps and International Monetary Fund
(IMF) loans, protests against the government's economic policies are increasingly a powder keg.
As unemployment remains high and the economy shows little sign of recovery, the people's
frustration has focused on a crisis with Aerolineas Argentinas. The economic recession is in its third
straight year, with unemployment at 14.7% and more than 25% of the population living below the
poverty line. The public's support for the unions fighting the closure of the airline has surprised
analysts, some of whom say that the population has made Aerolineas Argentinas a symbol of the
nation's wider problems. Workers say cures for economic crisis not succeeding Protests heated up
throughout May.
On May 29, more than 1,000 jobless people blocked traffic on highways leading to the capital and
the neighboring city of La Plata. The same day, airline workers peacefully occupied the Buenos
Aires headquarters of Aerolineas Argentinas demanding settlement of the bitter labor dispute that
threatens to permanently shut down the airline. In Cordoba, hundreds of striking workers marched
to commemorate the 32nd anniversary of a three-day labor uprising called the Cordobaza in which
14 people died and to call attention to the effects of today's economic slump.
Union leaders complained that the methods local and national leaders are using to revive the
economy are harming workers. In Buenos Aires, Hugo Moyano, leader of the Movimiento de
Trabajadores (MTA) sector of the Confederacion General del Trabajo (CGT), called a 24-hour strike
to protest the economic model and problems at Aerolineas Argentinas. "Through the organized
struggle of the people it is possible to change this model of exclusion and hunger," said Moyano.
He said the government had failed to provide enough jobs and good wages for workers. The June
8 strike was the largest in months and the fourth general strike since President Fernando de la Rua
took office in December 1999. Tens of thousands of workers stayed off the job and shut down public
transport, paralyzing much of the country.
Students stayed home, while union workers blocked key highways around the country. President de
la Rua called the strike "unjustified," and Labor Minister Patricia Bullrich condemned the union's
actions as "destructive and absurd." The strike ended the 10-week truce called by the unions after
de la Rua invited them to take part in a "social dialogue" soon after naming Domingo Cavallo as
his economy minister March 29. The dialogue led to a number of agreements by unions, business
leaders, and the government, but Cavallo's April 27 announcement of new tax increases and public
spending cuts infuriated the unions.
In the June strike, workers demanded a resolution to the crisis at Aerolineas Argentinas, which
was privatized under the administration of President Carlos Saul Menem (1989-1999). The firm
is now controlled by the Spanish state holding company Sociedad Espanola de Participaciones
Industriales (SEPI). Spain, through SEPI, controls 92% of the airline and its domestic subsidiary
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Austral. Argentina controls 5.4% and the employees another 2.6%. Many protesters gathered outside
offices of other Spanish-owned companies that have invested heavily in Argentina, including
Telefonica, Repsol, the pension-administrating firm Consolidar, Endesa energy company, Iberia
airlines, and various banks taken over by Spain's Bilbao Vizcaya and Santander Central Hispano.
Union leaders called for a boycott of Spanish-based companies.

Aerolineas Argentinas on verge of bankruptcy
When Iberia bought Aerolineas in 1990, it was without debt and had a fleet of 30 planes. As part of
its own privatization, Iberia sold Aerolineas to the Spanish government in 2000. The airline now
owns only one plane, leases the rest, and has lost important international routes, flight simulators,
offices in Argentina and in other countries, and other assets. It has cut its personnel by 30%. Now on
the brink of bankruptcy, the airline owes US$1.2 billion and is losing an additional US$20 million to
US$30 million a month. Aerolineas Argentinas workers have directed much of their anger at Iberia
for its mismanagement of the company. Its management performance is now under investigation by
Argentine justice authorities.
On June 18, Aerolineas Argentinas canceled most of its domestic flights after canceling most
international flights the week before. Airline workers delayed some international flights from
Buenos Aires and threatened to disrupt more flights unless the airline renewed the suspended
flights. If flights were not renewed, the government could auction off the routes to another company,
Infrastructure Minister Carlos Bastos said. De la Rua said he was confident the airline, which
employs about 7,000 workers, could be saved. "We should not turn this into a conflict, a boycott, or
an anti-Spain issue," he said. "I am certain Aerolineas will continue to exist."
At a May 29 meeting in Madrid, SEPI and members of the Asociacion de Personal Tecnico
Aeronautico failed to reach an agreement to save the airline. The union refused to accept the layoffs,
labor flexibilization, and salary cuts proposed by SEPI, which said it was the only way to avoid
bankruptcy.
Argentina's Labor Minister Bullrich said that SEPI would not provide Aerolineas with needed
capital unless all key unions signed off on the deal. "Without this capital injection, Argentina is not
in a position to take on the company, and it would be headed down a very painful road of either
starving to death or going broke," Bullrich said.
Spain clearly no longer wants to keep the company. "SEPI doesn't want to operate Aerolineas any
more," said Argentine Infrastructure Minister Carlos Bastos, after returning from Madrid. The
Argentine government and SEPI are seeking possible buyers, which include Lan Chile, Continental,
Peru's AeroContinente, and Eduardo Eurnekian, who operates most of Argentina's airports.
In a June 15 editorial, The Financial Times of London said, "In many respects, Aerolineas has
become a symbol of the failure of the last decade's market reforms to raise the living standards
for most Argentines. The reason, a growing chorus of critics say, is a cocktail of official corruption,
executive mismanagement, and regulatory incompetence, which often succeeded only in
transforming inefficient public monopolies into expensive private ones."
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Protests in Salta turn violent
On June 17-18, two people were killed in violent clashes between protesters and police in
northeastern Salta province. About 100 demonstrators in the town of General Mosconi had been
blocking a national highway since late May. They were demanding a raise from US$1.14 to US$2.50
an hour for their work renovating an old hospital in a public-works program aimed at alleviating
unemployment. The hospital remodeling was part of a response to the loss of jobs caused by the
privatization of the oil company Yacimientos Petroliferos Fiscales (YPF) in 1993, after which the YPF
payroll went from 4,000 to 300. Unemployment in that part of Salta, which had had relatively high
wages compared to the rest of the province, jumped to 40%.
Judge Abel Cornejo said on June 18 that he ordered the Gendarmeria Nacional (border police) to
clear the highway after he received reports that protesters were occupying a refinery holding 5
million liters of crude. The judge said protesters and snipers shot at the police, but demonstrators
accused the police of opening fire. Witnesses said the police had repressed the workers "with brutal,
premeditated, and bloody violence."
Salta Gov. Juan Carlos Romero said on June 19 he would not dialogue with protesters until "order is
restored." Neoliberal reforms blamed for economic woes Through their protests and support for the
airline workers, the Argentine public is venting its frustration with neoliberal reforms and botched
privatizations.
The weekly Argentine newspaper Veintitres reported that privatizing train service has meant that
the railroad network has all but disappeared. Once-accessible fares have doubled. The government
subsidy for train fares today is three times the deficit the government reported 10 years ago to justify
privatizing the railroad system.
A similar case is the privatization of the social security system, which brought significant profits to
the private firms that administer the funds, but hurt workers who must pay commissions of up to
30%. Worse, the government has a huge fiscal deficit in part because money that used to enter the
treasury as retirement contributions is now going to the private fund administrators, although the
government still has to pay thousands of pensions.
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